Abstract
Introduction
EU accession is seen as crucial to a successful transformation in Western Balkans. Further progress with the EU accession process is of great importance for the continuation of institutional reforms and establishment of a functioning market economy across the Western Balkans. Fulfilling the Copenhagen criteria and achieving further progress in regional cooperation would also increase political stability, which was recognized as a serious obstacle to the economic stabilization of the region. This paper analyzes the key moments and challenges that has passed the Western Balkans through the process of European integration. The main criteria for EU integration and the main problems and challenges of our region, are described in the paper. Our focus is the attitude of EU countries towards the Western Balkans, the different integration speeds of Balkan countries, there have been exposed also.
The paper is focused not just in past developments in this region, but in all the inspections of the possibilities, opportunities and standards for the final approach. Comparative methods, surveys and official reports of the European institutions are used for the realization of this study. The study is based also on the identification of similarities and differences of these countries through using a vast historical and contemporary literature. We try to answer questions related to the future of this region. This paper discusses how different is the position of the Western Balkan countries in the enlargement process and what are the policy options in the new circumstances from the position of the policy-taker, a potential EU member state.
Western Balkans: Achievements and Challenges
The 28 EU member states granted Albania the status of official EU membership candidate on 24 June. This is the next step in Albania's long road to becoming an EU member state, and is recognition of recent reforms in the country. Albania is now the sixth accession candidate along with Turkey, Montenegro, Serbia, Macedonia and Iceland. Talks with these countries have come to a standstill, and unlike Albania, they are taking steps to leave behind their candidate status. European affairs ministers in Luxembourg concluded that progress in the membership process is still conditional on further efforts (Euraktiv, 2014) .
In their conclusions, they state that Albania must "intensify its anti-corruption efforts and implement its anticorruption strategy and, reform of the public administration and the judiciary, the fight against organized crime and corruption, the protection of human rights and anti-discrimination policies including in the area of minorities and their equal treatment". Štefan Füle, the European commissioner in charge of enlargement spoke to EurActiv and made clear that the EU already has too many members, but Albania is a special case. Indeed, geographical stability plays an important role in Albania's membership process. "Behind the Albania candidate status lie concerns over Kosovo and real political stakes for the entire Balkans region. The European path is creating a peaceful future for the region." (Ibid) .
But the Europeans are doubtful about the fulfillment of the criteria by the aspirant countries. For Füle "both member states and candidate countries got tired by the slowly proceeding enlargement process. Above all, the last enlargement of Romania and Bulgaria brought a lot of questions about the credibility of the whole process. Candidate states should prove that the adopted legislation is working. Our recommendations are connected with funding. If the country refuses to make reforms in a particular area, we can redirect a significant amount of money to another country willing to do it" (European Commission, 2014) .
The accession struggle has demonstrated a lot of difficulties. According to Milan Ni "the euro crisis has not killed the enlargement process. But, the first EU enlargement since the euro crisis will be also be the last in this decade, at least for South-Eastern Europe". (Ni , 2013) . He ask how the EU's transformative power can be sustained for this fragile corner of Europe that is gradually emerging from its troubled history -and how this "incomplete mission" can be kept on the EU's political agenda at a time when it is undergoing its own great transformation (Ibid).
It is made clear by many analysts that full EU membership, even for the most credible aspirants is not realistic before 2020 taking in consideration that the accession process took Croatia more than eight years to complete. Moreover, it is true that due to lessons learned from the last round of enlargement to Bulgaria and Romania, and under the pressure of enlargement-sceptic EU members, the whole accession process has become more difficult and rigorous.
If we try to observe now the countries, we find that the entry of Croatia into the EU is a real test of the benefits that European integration can bring to a region. Ni 's questions are: "Will the inflow of foreign direct investment to Croatia increase? Will EU funds help to create more growth and infrastructure development?" And the answer is that if Croatia is unable to leverage the opportunities EU membership brings, it would have wider repercussions for the region.
Balkan economies are now struggling with a recession, characterized by a unemployment. Serbia has an unemployment rate above 25%, Macedonia over 30% and Kosovo over 40%. There is no doubt that the Western Balkans will now face a difficult period. Now, more than ever, they must show the Union that they can be good members and that the negative stereotypes that will be put about by those hostile to enlargement do no match the realities on the ground (Lindsay, 2013). They need to reform and continue their efforts to overcome outstanding problems with their neighbors. At this difficult time, Balkan policy-makers must also realise that they can, and must, play their part in helping others to help them (Ibid).
The director of the Center for Research of Southeast Europe Florian Bieber in his overview of the BiEPAG analysis, 2014, argue that the new European Commission will have to make a new strategy and plan for the future enlargement. "We need to start the talks with all the countries in the region, and the conditions at the beginning should be moved to the end of the negotiations, because the negotiations themselves have the potential to resolve some internal issues in the candidate countries". Competition reforms in the countries of the region, in his opinion, are the key to a better paced progress towards the EU, but this can only happen if the certainty of membership is confirmed in the political practice (Bieber, 2014) .
European Perspectives of Western Balkan Countries
The candidate countries for EU membership had to fulfill the economic criteria approved by the European Council in Copenhagen in 1993 today it became clear that they are insufficient. And these criteria are the existence of a functioning market economy and a capacity to handle competitive pressures and the market forces in the EU. Almost all Western Balkan countries have no market economy status yet (Marini, 2014) .
According to Adelam Marini, the countries from former Yugoslavia and Albania have a lot of common problems, but also some differences, which are rather to be qualified as insignificant. All of them suffer from extremely high unemployment, especially among the young people, of widespread corruption, a growing public sector, unjustified optimism when planning the budget and, in general, of bad management of public finances( Ibid). All the six countries from the Western Balkans suffer from a huge share of the informal economy. The weak fight with corruption and the weak rule of law also pose a serious impediment for the economic development of the countries in the region, as in all cases the Commission reports weak to some progress(Ibid).
The issue of financial crisis still remains a matter of concern for Western Balkan countries and Europe as a whole. In moments when the economies of these countries recover from recessions of global financial crisis, a new crisis E-ISSN 2281 -4612 ISSN 2281 Academic Journal of Interdisciplinary Studies MCSER Publishing, Rome-Italy Vol 3 No 3 June 2014 threatens the region. (Murat Sadiku, Luljeta Sadiku, and Nimete Berisha, 2013) . In her analyses, Slavica Penev in 2012 confirm that the Western Balkan countries witnessed strong economic growth in the pre-crisis period, but the growth was based on high domestic consumption linked to fast credit growth, and was accompanied by a widening current account deficit and increasing private sector debt". According to her this growth was interrupted when the global financial crisis was transmitted to the region. In 2009, GDP declined in Bosnia and Herzegovina, Macedonia, Montenegro, and Serbia, while in Albania and Kosovo the growth was slower compared to the pre-crisis period. The consolidation of the economic recovery that began in 2010 resulted in moderate positive growth in all countries of the region. While some recovery seemed evident in the first half of 2011, economic activity weakened in the second half of the year and the first half of 2012 (Penev, 2012) . Data shows us that the short-term economic prospects for the Western Balkan region remain weak and vulnerabilities have increased as a result of the Euro zone crisis. The entire region (with the exception of Macedonia) lags significantly behind the average rankings of EU-10 member states (47th) (Figure 1 ), indicating a much more burdensome environment for doing business in the Webs, with the exception of Macedonia and Montenegro. All Western Balkan countries are in the second development stage, with economies that are primarily efficiency-driven. At this stage, competitiveness is increasingly driven by higher education and training, efficient goods markets, well-functioning labour markets, developed financial markets, the ability to harness the benefits of existing technologies, and a large domestic or foreign market. (Table 2 ). The global crisis has revealed the vulnerabilities of the growth pattern in the Western Balkan countries, which is based on domestic demand and financed by foreign capital inflows. In order to enhance the economy's resilience through sustainable export-led growth, Western Balkan countries need to step up their structural reforms and deal with the problem of unemployment. The global financial and economic crisis exposed the vulnerabilities of a growth paradigm that was based on domestic demand financed largely by borrowing abroad. The attempts towards strengthening the financial framework and the quality of public finances gave some results in 2010 and 2011, but recent worsening in this area resulted in an increased budget deficit and a further increase of general government debt (European Commission, 2011b). -0.5 -0.6 -0.5 -0.7 1.7 2.5
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The progress reports on the Western Balkans 2012-2013 point to the fact that despite the rather unfavorable environment in the Eurozone, the EU is still willing to maintain its role as a driver for transformation in the region. This was evident in the Commission's changing methodology diversifying the instruments at its disposal to address the specific challenges in each country. The World Bank suggest to the region:What SEE6 countries now need to do is to sustain the fragile recovery and push for job creation. This will require aggressive job-oriented policies. The Balkan countries may study and choose to introduce the best proposals for economic governance, even if they are not mandatory. In that way, they'll not only have guarantees of financial stability and safeguards against domestic populist Association Agreement in June 2008, which was ratified in 2011. However, as Bosnia has not met the remaining requirements, the SAA has not entered into force and EU relations are still governed by an interim agreement. The EU has established a High Level Dialogue on the Accession Process (HLDAP) with Bosnian political representatives to encourage reforms and to facilitate coordination between the various levels of Bosnia's government so that the country can speak with one voice on EU matters, but the Commission reports that no progress has been achieved to date. The EU continues to maintain a small peacekeeping force in Bosnia. Kosovo declared its independence from Serbia in February 2008. Kosovo participates in the Stabilization and Association Process and receives pre-accession financial assistance from the EU, but efforts to forge an SAA have been complicated by the lack of full EU diplomatic recognition. In October 2012, the European Commission announced the results of a feasibility study, which found that the EU could conclude an SAA with Kosovo. EU leaders agreed to begin negotiations on an SAA with Kosovo; these negotiations began in October 2013 and the Commission hopes to conclude them in 2014. Key EU concerns in Kosovo include the rule of law, protection of minorities, corruption, and organized crime.
The only way in which the Balkan integration can be fully successful is by creating a policy climate that would encourage a change in the perception of the region as related to the Europeanization process, in the sense of mutually reinforcing realities that need to complement rather than exclude each other (Gligor, 2008:1-11) . Elda Nasho, an Albanian researcher, argues in 2011 that at the national level Albania is under pressure to satisfy the imposed conditionality issues. This contribution focuses on the influence of the EU and the domestic actors on the democratization process in Albania. It's important for the EU to continue using its leverage through the mechanism of conditionality and through the accession prospect in order to lead the Western Balkan countries to further consolidate their democracy and carry out their reforms. The other two Albanian researchers, Vasjari and Shtupi, argue the importance not only of the accession regarding the acquis communautaire for national legislation, but for the effective application through appropriate administrative and judicial structures" (Vasjari, Shtupi, 2013) . Although the EU's role in the Western Balkans remains crucial as an "anchor" of stability, as a one-way path to prosperity and as a goal to be aspired to may be losing its appeal for some of these countries (Panagiotou, 2012) According to Dominik Tolksdorf in 2013 "the membership perspective of the Western Balkan states does not only depend on progress in the region itself, but also on developments within the EU. Citizens in the region are aware that new enlargement rounds are not on the top of the EU leaders' agenda". While the latter will for the next two to three years focus on tackling economic and financial issues, it is difficult to predict in which direction European integration leads ( Ibid).
Conclusions
The struggle conducted by Croatia demonstrates that all applicant countries will be "scanned" thoroughly by the European Commission. Since the beginning of the membership negotiations in October 2005, it took Croatia eight years to finally join the Union. Given these circumstances, it can be assumed that it will take at least five to ten years until another state of the region will become an EU member -under the condition that the Union has acquired a new "absorption capacity". The public opinion in the Balkans are aware that their country's membership is in a rather distant future.
The Balkans will follow a similar curve to recovery, but this depends both on their main partners' recovery and on their capacity to capitalize on the positive trends; The Balkans have to catch up with their Western counterparts and they need much higher and more high-quality growth.
The EU is strengthening its conditionality, control, and pressure on the Western Balkans during the earlier stages of the pre-association and pre-candidacy process. Within this long journey, the various steps of the SAP acquire a special significance as both targets and rewards for the applicants; from the feasibility study of the SAP to the start of negotiations for a Stabilization and Association Agreement (SAA), the conclusion of SAA negotiations, the initialing of the SAA, the signing of the SAA, the ratification process, the EU candidacy, and the start of accession talks; all these stages are being used to maximize the potential leverage of the EU on applicant states. Progress from one step to the next is linked closely with the fulfillment of criteria and a well-endowed political conditionality.
